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and the weak fabric of government was sustained by
a complicated system of intrigue and terrorism. The
earlier Padishahs had been lax and indifferent in
matters of religion. Moslems only in name, they had
allowed men of every creed to live in peace, and they
had known how to reconcile the discordant elements
in the Empire. Aurungzebe, when he came to the
throne, abandoned this wise policy for one of intoler-
ance. He employed Moslems in all situations, threw
down the temples and prohibited the festivals of
the Hindus, and levied a heavy poll-tax on all non-
Moslems. The Mahrattas were the first to discern
the weakness of the Mogul Empire and the signs of
its approaching decline. Whilst professing perpetual
obedience and fidelity to Aurungzebe, the " King of the
World," they swooped down from their strongholds in
the western Ghauts to harry the rich plains of the
Deccaru The leader of these wild freebooters was
Sivaji, who founded an empire and a dynasty, and
established a system of blackmail, known as chout^ under
which the unfortunate ryot purchased safety for himself
and his crops.
The death of Aurungzebe, in 1707, was followed by
a period of disorder, during which sovereign succeeded
sovereign in quick succession. The descendants of the
Great Mogul became little more than puppets in the
hands of their ministers, and, after Nadir Shah had
plundered Delhi in 1739, the great Empire which Baber
had founded and his successors had raised to such
a height of splendour lost all vitality. The supreme
power ceased to exercise its due authority in the pro-
vinces* The Subadars appointed their own Nawabs;